This paper reports the results of a study into the views of members of the Western Australian Legislative Assembly in the Thirty-seventh Parliament to parliamentary petitions as an information source. It sought to advance the understanding of parliamentary petitions in an information studies context. Research of this nature is necessary because there has been a lack of scholarly interest in parliamentary petitions to date. The study hoped to ameliorate the dearth of literature on the topic. A self-administered questionnaire was used to gather data. The unique and rich dataset generated from the survey results were used to describe how a group of parliamentarians in a Westminster-style parliament perceive parliamentary petitions. The results indicate that over half the respondents believed that petitions are an important information source. Over three quarters of respondents agreed that petitions provide a mechanism to gauge the depth of feeling on an issue in their electorate. The belief that petitions offer an effective means of communicating with constituents was proffered by almost 60 per cent of respondents. Two-thirds of respondents agreed that petitions sometimes influenced their decision-making and that the number of signatures on a petition sometimes influenced their decision-making. Petitions as an information source didn't fare very well when compared to the other parliamentary information sources available to respondents. So while petitions are deemed to be an important information source in their own right, it can be deduced from the results of this study that respondents believe that there are more effective information sources available to parliamentarians.
Introduction
Although widely used in parliamentary proceedings, petitions appear to be a neglected and undervalued information source. Found in parliamentary libraries and archives, and in the collections of many academic and special libraries, parliamentary petitions provide a wealth of unexploited data on the political, legal, social, cultural and biographical history of a jurisdiction over time. Parliamentary petitions are essentially requests by citizens for action. They may ask the Parliament to: introduce legislation, or repeal or change existing legislation; take action for a certain purpose or for the benefit of particular persons; or redress a personal grievance such as the correction of an administrative error (Australian House of Representatives Standing Committee on Procedure 2007, 1).
Petitioning parliament is an ancient tradition, which has touched many different societies over the years (Lee 1955; Kumin & Wurgler 1997; McDowell 1999; Zaeske 2003; Bradley 2007) . In parliaments following the Westminster tradition the practice can be traced back to the reign of King Edward I in the 13th century (Wilding & Laundy 1972) . The present form of petitioning was developed at Westminster during the 17th century when the rights of petitioners and the power of the British House of Commons to deal with petitions were affirmed by two resolutions in 1669 (Harris 2005, 611) . Today petitions provide citizens with the only means by which the individual can directly place grievances before the parliament. Although there are now many alternative avenues by which matters may be raised and grievances aired, parliamentary petitions continue to serve as a community building process underpinned by the key objective of having the public voice heard (Wilding & Laundy 1972) .
For parliamentarians, parliamentary petitions provide a measure of a community's strength of feeling on an issue. In other words they provide a sounding board for concerns experienced by the voting public. As such they have the potential to be an important information source. The purpose of this study is to examine the informational value placed upon parliamentary petitions by parliamentarians in a small Westminster-style parliament. Research of this nature is necessary because there has been a lack of scholarly interest in parliamentary petitions to date. Academic scrutiny of parliamentary petitions has been, and continues to be, neglected (Judge 1978, 391) . This is somewhat surprising considering their history and popular prominence in the proceedings of Westminster parliaments.
Background and literature review Parliamentarians and information
Parliament has an insatiable demand for information. The information environment in a parliament is a complex one. The emergence of electronic information technology has increased the channels, quantity and quality of information that flows to and from the parliament (Marcella, Baxter & Moore 2002) . There is increasing pressure on parliamentarians, as elected representatives, to respond quickly on a wide range of issues and to digest vast amounts of information (Membrey 1992) . Given the complexity of the sources of information and the dynamic nature of the issues, obtaining and analysing relevant, timely, quality information is a significant issue for parliamentarians (Missingham 2006, 46) . Information underpins all aspects of political life. Parliamentarians need information (Barker & Rush 1970; Turner 1984; Brian 2004; Chatterjee 2008 ).
There are not two MPs identical in temperament, background or aspiration and neither are there any two constituencies alike. However there are two binding threads which run through the lives of all MPs regardless of other considerations. First the common experience of running the gauntlet of election and second the incessant and relentless need for information (Shepard 1991, 25) .
According to Warhurst, Davies, Parr and Ransome (1992, 13) , "a parliament can only fulfil its responsibilities to monitor and criticise the government of the day if it has access to necessary information." Despite this, there is a dearth of information relating specifically to the information needs of parliamentarians. Whilst a significant body of writing exists on Australian parliamentary libraries (Moore 1975; Strehlow 1975; Tillotson 1985; Parr 1990; Warhurst et al. 1992; Missingham 2006 Missingham , 2008 Lewis 2008) there is a notable lack of available material in the area of client needs: the parliamentarians themselves . Tillotson (1991, 55) summed it up well when he suggested that one area for future research and writing could be the views of the primary clientele of any parliamentary library, the parliamentarians themselves: "Members have written little about their [information] needs and concerns." This is not an Australian phenomenon, with many international studies reflecting a similar pattern (Gurure 1985; Liyawo 1986; Mooney 1991; Ronai & Bryant 1992; Freidin 1993; Thapisa 1994; Thapisa 1996; Alemna & Skouby 1999; Miller, Pelizzo & Stapenhurst 2004; Mostert 2004; Mostert & Ocholla 2005) . Coleman, Taylor and van de Donk (1999, 365) state that "the successful functioning of any parliamentary democracy is dependent upon efficient, multi-directional flows of information." They argue further that, without such information flows, democracy in any of its forms could not exist: "indeed, information coupled to effective communication provides the lifeblood of a democracy" (Coleman, Taylor & van de Donk 1999, 365) . The most influential source of information and advice for many parliamentarians, especially backbenchers, is that which comes out of his/her electorate: "This is what keeps him in contact with the world he represents. He ignores them at his peril. Much that he does in the House is based on these sources" (Griffith, Ryle & Wheeler-Booth 1989, 414) . Parliamentary petitions are one such information source.
Petitioning parliament for the redress of grievances
Representing constituents' views has always been a core component of parliamentarians' work and is rooted in one of the original functions of parliament, as a means of redressing grievances (Amery 1947; Searing 1994; Aldons 2001; Baldwin 2005; Love 2005) . One of the earliest means of expressing a constituent concern was by petition (Wilding & Laundy 1972) . Most of these early petitions sought redress for "individual grievances" (Rush 2005, 240) .
It is sometimes forgotten that the redress of grievances was Parliament's original function and, for centuries, the only important function performed by MPs. Thus, the origins of the role of the constituency member are found at the end of the Thirteenth Century, in Parliaments that were more like courts of justice than like legislative assemblies. These were places for petitioning for favors and for righting wrongs. (Searing 1985, 351) Parliamentarians have a unique job requirement: they are not only expected to serve the interests of the public that elected them, but to be accountable to citizens in a direct and transparent fashion. Parliamentarians have a dual obligation to not only speak for people, but to speak with them. Norris (2004, 1) points out that "one of the most important features of representative democracy is the strength of the linkages between citizens and elected representatives." Parliamentary petitions afford one such link. They are an information source that parliamentarians can use to establish democratic connections with the public and particularly his/her constituents. They are a mechanism that allows members of the public to communicate directly with the parliament, to tell the parliament of a particular problem and to seek a parliamentary action to remedy it (Vromen & Gelber 2005) .
Parliamentary petitions tend to be concerned with current political issues, and their aim is to persuade parliamentarians that they should pay attention to the particular views contained within them. They can be signed and presented by just one person. There is a perception that the larger the number of signatures, the greater the political impact (Thornton, Phelan & McKeown 1997) . However, size alone is not the necessary determinant of the reaction that will result (Solomon 1986; Palmieri 2008) . Ultimately the goal of those who organise petitions is to put pressure on the decision makers (Fitzgerald 2006; Keane 2008) . In the mobilisation of public opinion, some would argue that petitions are a useful tool for crystallising general sympathies into particular expressions of support and furnishing evidence of that support when it has been obtained. Petitions therefore, lend themselves to "causes outside the party agenda and to sectional groups anxious to gauge and parade the scale and unity of their support on any issue" (Leys 1955, 63 Parliament gets hundreds of petitions every year, of varying subjects … Traditionally they're noted and binned. One hates to suggest the good citizens of this country are anything less than intelligent, perspicacious and well-informed, but that's the most appropriate treatment for the most of them … Neither public servants nor Ministers take the slightest notice of petitions, and never will. (Keane 2008, 1) Interestingly there seems to be somewhat of a renewed interest in parliamentary petitions in recent years after a long hiatus (MacIntosh, Malina & Farrell 2002; Murphy 2007; Sanucci 2007; Carman 2008; Ellingford 2008; Finnimore 2008; Maer 2008; Palmieri 2008; Williams 2008) . A number of Parliaments have revisited their petitioning processes after a long period of stagnation. Sophisticated electronic petitioning systems have been introduced in the Scottish and German Parliaments (Smith & Gray 1999; McMahon 2004; Seaton 2005; Carman 2008; Scottish Parliament Public Petitions Committee 2009) . It is now recognised that petitions play an important role in the "contemporary democratic process" (Fox 2009, 683) . This may account for the continued application and use of petitions in the proceedings of parliament over hundreds of years. According to Searing (1985, 37) the need for the ancient function of petitioning Parliament has been revived and intensified by the expansion of central government: "… and flippant comments about drains and pedestrian crossings give a useful role a lopsided portrayal by diverting attention from its genuine importance." The findings emanating from this study go some way towards examining the "genuine importance" as Searing (1985, 37) puts it, that parliamentarians place on parliamentary petitions.
Parliament in Western Australia
The Parliament of Western Australia is a bi-cameral legislature consisting two houses of parliament that follows the Westminster model (Read 2000) . The Parliament of Western Australia comprises the Queen, the Legislative Council and the Legislative Assembly. The two houses of the Western Australian Parliament, the Legislative Council (the upper house) and the Legislative Assembly (the lower house) have similar powers and functions (Read 2000, 21; Phillips 2004, 45) . The difference is that the Legislative Council is unable to initiate certain financial legislation, known as "money bills" (Cowdell 2009, 664) . In order to make an Act of Parliament, a Bill must be passed by the Legislative Assembly and the Legislative Council and assented to by the Governor, as the Queen's representative.
This study is based on members of the Western Australian Legislative Assembly. This is the house where the party or a coalition of parties with the support of a majority of members in the Legislative Assembly form the government. The Legislative Assembly comprises fifty-nine members elected from single member electoral districts by a system of preferential voting. Each Legislative Assembly may exist and continue for a maximum period of four years (Western Australian Government Gazette 2003; Parliament of Western Australia website 2009). The Legislative Assembly's electoral system tends to favour two major parties (Robinson 1998 ). In the Thirty-seventh Parliament the two major parties were the Australian Labor Party (ALP) and the Liberal Party (Libs). The other parties represented in the lower house were the National Party (Nats) and a number of Independents (Ind).
Methodology
This study adopted a hybrid research approach in that it included research methods that can be categorised as quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative research methods emphasise quantification in the collection and the analysis of data. The qualitative research method emphasises the description of a scenario using words rather than quantification of a phenomenon in the collection and analysis of data (Bryman & Bell 2003, 19 ). Dillman's (2000 Dillman's ( , 2007 tailored design method (TDM) was adopted in the research design. The TDM is based upon social exchange theory. Social exchange is a theory of human behaviour used to explain the development and continuation of human interaction. The theory asserts that the actions of individuals are motivated by the return these actions are expected to bring, and in fact usually do bring, from others (Blau 1964; Dillman 1978; Goyder 1987) . In order to ensure the validity and reliability of the survey, the process of questionnaire construction, survey piloting, survey delivery, data collection, and data analysis was carefully designed and implemented.
Participants Anzul et al. (1991, 4) believe that "qualitative researchers want those who are studied to speak for themselves, to provide their perspectives in words and other actions." Therefore in order to investigate the views of parliamentarians on the petitioning of parliament process, it was necessary to obtain the perspectives and opinions of parliamentarians who are involved in the petitioning process. The study focused on members of the Western Australian Legislative Assembly in the Thirty-seventh Parliament. The Thirty-seventh Parliament covered the period 29 March 2005 to 7 August 2008.
Survey instrument
Practical issues played an important and significant role in the decision about how the research was to be executed. As Bryman and Bell (2003, 23) succinctly put it:
All social research is a coming together of the ideal and the feasible. Because of this, there are many circumstances in which the nature of the topic or the subjects of an investigation and the constraints on a researcher loom large in decisions on how best to proceed.
The scope of the study, resource allocation and to some extent, the timing of the study impacted on the choice of survey instrument used. With these factors in mind, it was decided that a questionnaire would be the most suitable survey instrument to be utilised. Questionnaires are structured instruments. They offer an effective means of gathering data from a potentially large number of respondents. A well-designed questionnaire can gather both overall and specific opinions, experiences, and attitudes on a specific research topic (Bryman & Bell 2003; Yin 2003) .
Questionnaire content
The content of the questionnaire was divided into three sections, comprising fourteen questions: section 1 of the questionnaire was designed to identify the roles of parliament; section 2 was designed to investigate the respondents' attitudes towards petitions as an information source; and section 3 was designed to generate demographic information about the respondents. In Questions 1-4 respondents were required to indicate the degree to which they agreed or disagreed with a number of statements. These statements included factors such as 'strongly agree', 'agree', 'neither agree nor disagree', 'disagree' or 'strongly disagree'; or 'very important', 'important', 'neither important or unimportant', 'of little importance' or 'not important at all'. For each of the questions, given that there may have been other factors respondents wished to express, open-ended questions were included following each of the questions to accommodate such broader concerns. Additionally the final question of the questionnaire provided respondents with the opportunity to make comments about any aspect of the study. Zuckerman (1972, 167) observes that respondents "resent being encased in the straightjacket of standardised questions." Many respondents took advantage of this opportunity and left comments. These comments are included in this article adding to the rich qualitative data generated by this study. Where these comments are quoted, or where reference is made to them within the body of this article this is indicated with the use of italics. The comments are not attributed to protect the identity of the respondents.
Procedure
Circulation of the questionnaire was effected using a dual approach: it was distributed electronically (by email) and also by more traditional means (paper based). Research into survey design has found that multi-mode survey designs are an effective means of increasing response rates (de Leeuw 2005; Gallagher, Fowler & Stringfellow, 2005) . The advantage of circulating the questionnaire online included the widespread reach to potential respondents. This was an important factor especially given that when Parliament isn't sitting members are based in their electorate offices in various locations around the state of Western Australia, with many being miles from Parliament House [1] . Other advantages of using an online instrument included low cost; potential for quick response; computerised data formats, and the ability to monitor the response process (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2000; Ticehurst & Veal 2000; Bryman & Bell 2003) . For those respondents that did not wish to complete the survey electronically, a hardcopy version was sent to their electorate office.
Format
In a bid to reduce error resulting from the multi-mode formats of the survey instrument, every effort was made to replicate the questionnaire so that the two versions mirrored each other. In both versions of the survey much attention was given to the visual design elements. Self-administered surveys, whether on paper or the web, rely on both verbal and visual information to communicate with respondents (Redline & Dillman 1999; Ware 2000) . While most attention has been paid to the verbal elements of survey instruments (such as question wording), "it has long been recognised that the visual elements and the general aesthetics may also have important effects on respondents' answers" (Couper, Traugott & Lamias 2001, 250) . The online questionnaire was virtually an exact copy of the written instrument, except that respondents scrolled down and clicked to provide their responses to the closedquestions, and typed their responses instead of turning pages and using a pen or pencil to fill in the boxes. Both modes used the same logo, the same fonts, and the same colour scheme. Consequently any differences in responses cannot be attributed to the differing formats. Kaplowitz, Hadlock and Levine (2004, 94) observe that "to reliably use a mixedmode strategy, researchers must understand and demonstrate the equivalency and complementarity or relative strengths of alternative modes."
Results

Response rate
The questionnaire generated a response rate of ninety-three per cent, with fifty-three of the fifty-seven Members of the Legislative Assembly (MLAs) com-pleting the survey [2] . The results are therefore highly indicative of the membership of the Thirtyseventh Parliament. As is shown in Table 1 , of the respondents a third (n=20 or 35.1 per cent) responded to the survey electronically; two thirds (n=33 or 57.9 per cent) responded to the paperbased version. This is an encouraging response rate and augurs well for the use of online questionnaires to survey parliamentarians in the future.
Profile of respondents
Respondents in this study embody a cross-section of the membership of the Thirty-seventh Parliament, including MLAs from different parties, regions, genders and age groups. This is demonstrated in Table 2 . These results are based on the demographic-type multiple-choice questions in the survey and were used to obtain a profile of respondents.
Are petitions considered to be an important information source by parliamentarians?
This study sought to ascertain the views of parliamentarians and assess their views on the usefulness of parliamentary petitions as an information source. In doing so the study found that over half of the respondents (n=28 or 59.6 per cent) indicated that they "strongly agreed" or "agreed" that petitions were an important information source. This is illustrated in Table 3 . When commenting on the usefulness of petitions one respondent noted that "generally petitions only arise on issues of conflict, and It was also decided to analyse the respondents by the type of party: government (Australian Labor Party) or non-government parties (Liberals, Nationals and Independents). Non-government parties are also known as the opposition parties or the opposition. These terms are often used interchangeably "Just as the seating in the Legislative Assembly chamber is arranged on the basis of a single clearcut division between government and opposition, many other matters, and in particular the arrangement and conduct of business, are based on this principle" (McKay 2004, 247) . As Rush (2005, 23) notes "Parliament is organised almost entirely on this dichotomy between government and opposition." It is therefore useful to analyse the results in this manner. On that basis the results can be further analysed to reveal that more respondents from the non-government parties tended to "strongly agree" or "agree" that petitions were an important information source than those from the government (see Table 4 ). It is interesting to note that both the government and the non-government parties were tied in the number of responses. They both "agreed" that petitions were an important information source. As there are limited opportunities for members, particularly backbenchers, to speak on questions relating to their electorate in the chamber, petitions may be seen as one mechanism of bringing an electorate issue to the attention of the house, even if debate on petitions is not allowed. It is therefore not surprising that a greater number of non-government respondents "strongly agreed" or "agreed" that petitions were an important information source. Griffith, Ryle and Wheeler-Booth (1989, 384) "petitions provide an opportunity for MPs to bring before the house, in the most direct way possible, the concerns of those they represent." It is difficult to draw additional definitive conclusions about this question owing to the fact that this question had the largest non-response rate of the questionnaire, with only forty-seven out of a possible fifty-seven responses. Also a significant number of respondents (23.4 per cent) indicated that they "neither agreed nor disagreed" that petitions were an important information source. The survey also sought to ascertain to what extent the parliamentarians agreed or disagreed that petitions were a useful gauge of the depth of feeling about an issue in the electorate. The results revealed that over three quarters of respondents (n=38 or 79.2 per cent) "strongly agreed" or "agreed" with this (see Table 3 ). One respondent commented that "few have this influence"; and another that "sometimes yes and often no." Murphy (2007, 36) contends that, "the petition is often utilised as a mechanism to attract public attention to a cause and to gauge the level of public interest." Irwin (2008, 62 ) also makes the point that "petitions provide a measure of the community's strength of feeling on an issue, which is in turn communicated to members of parliament." The responses revealed that 43.7 per cent of nongovernment respondents and 35.3 per cent of government respondents "strongly agreed" or "agreed" that petitions were an important gauge of feeling in the electorate (see Table 4 ). This suggests that respondents believe that petitions are a useful gauge of the depth of feeling in the electorate irrespective of whether their party is in government or opposition. This may go some way towards explaining why it is that the parliamentarians believe that petitions are an important information source.
An effective means of communicating with constituents?
Respondents were also asked if they agreed with the statement that petitions are an effective means of communicating with constituents. Over half of respondents (n=28 or 57.1 per cent) either "strongly agreed" or "agreed" with this proposition (see Table 3 ). Examination of the government and nongovernment responses revealed an identical response pattern: both had a response rate of 28.6 per cent (see Table 4 ). It would therefore appear from these results that a member's view of petitions, as an effective means of communicating with constituents is independent of the government/opposition dichotomy. Some note should however be made that nearly a quarter of respondents "neither agreed nor disagreed" with this proposition. Parliamentarians have a number of parliamentary information sources at their disposal. This study sought to examine some of these sources and in doing so investigate how parliamentary petitions rated as an information source. Respondents were asked to say how important a number of parliamentary information sources were to them. At a recent Commonwealth Parliamentary Association conference it was noted that information is the greatest source of power available to parliamentarians. Delegates were encouraged to "make full use of parliamentary procedures such as questions, notices of motion and other opportunities to raise matters of public opinion and to gather information" (Chatterjee 2008, 215) . The MLAs were asked to rank parliamentary petitions by comparing them with other parliamentary information sources. Respondents indicated that of the parliamentary information sources presented to them, parliamentary questions were ranked on top, with just under half of respondents (n=23 or 46 per cent) indicating that they believed that parliamentary questions were a "very important" information source (see Table 5 ). This is hardly surprising given that parliamentary questions are chief amongst the tools at the disposal of members in keeping the government to account (Uhr 1982, 8) . The purpose of parliamentary questions is ostensibly to seek information or press for action (McKay 2004) . In practice, parliamentary questions are often motivated more by a desire for political point-scoring (Editorial 2008, 20; Taylor 2008, 9) . Despite the use of parliamentary questions for their political impact, the opportunity they provide to parliamentarians to raise topical or urgent issues is invaluable. Consequently it is unsurprising to find them rated as a "very important" parliamentary information source. Also highly rated as a "very important" parliamentary information source were parliamentary committees, with 44 per cent of responses indicating this (see Table 5 ). Again this is hardly surprising given that parliamentary committees provide the community with the opportunity to participate in law making and policy review by airing their views on a matter and having those views reported to the parliament (Parliament of Western Australia website 2009).
Thirty four per cent (or n=17) of respondents indicated that they "agreed" that Hansard and the Parliamentary Library were "very important" parliamentary information sources (see Table 5 ). Hansard, which is the commonly used name of the Parliamentary Debates, are the official reports of the speeches made in the two houses. The reports, "while not strictly verbatim, are substantially the verbatim reports, with no unnecessary additions, with repetitions and redundancies omitted and with obvious mistakes corrected, but which on the other hand leaving out nothing that adds to the meaning of a speech or illustrates an argument" (Okely 1989, 14) . In addition to being the verbatim report of members' speeches, the Parliamentary Debates also contain parliamentary questions and responses to these questions, the results of divisions, the full text of parliamentary petitions and of rulings made by the Speaker and as such are an invaluable parliamentary information source at the disposal of parliamentarians. The Parliamentary Library was included as a type of parliamentary information source as it is a dedicated resource provided for Members of the Parliament. The Western Australian Parliamentary Library provides information to parliamentarians on a variety of issues. The study also revealed that 26 per cent of respondents thought that parliamentary colleagues were a "very important" information source (see Table 5 ). Due to their proximity and shared experiences, parliamentary colleagues are a trusted information source (Mooney 1991; Mostert 2004 ). Informal and formal discussions about issues facing the electorate can be discussed at ease given the multiple opportunities for contact with fellow parliamentarians, especially given the long sittings in parliament. A study of parliamentarians at the Wisconsin State Assembly reported that parliamentary colleagues were the most popular source of information in that jurisdiction, accounting for over a quarter (27 per cent) of the total information sources used, compared with other information sources such as the mass media, interest groups, academic staff and legislative staff (Mooney 1991) . Closer to home, Lewis (2008, 16) found that 34 per cent of respondents to his study indicated that they "sometimes" or "frequently" used parliamentary colleagues as an information source.
Just under a quarter (n=12 or 24 per cent) of respondents in the study thought that grievance statements were a "very important" information source (see Table 5 ). The grievance debate is regarded by private members as a most useful opportunity to raise matters in which they have a particular interest or to ventilate complaints of constituents (Harris 2005, 571) . Also 22.4 per cent (or n=11) of respondents thought that tabled papers were a "very important" information source (see Table 5 ). Tabled papers refer to papers, including records in any form, which are laid upon the Table of the House. The purpose of tabled papers is essentially one of providing information to MLAs and the general public (Okely 1989, 20) . The tabling of papers demonstrates the accountability of the government to the parliament and, through it, to the community. Documents presented to the house are important primary sources of information from which a member may draw in asking questions and in making a useful contribution to debate (Harris 2005, 585) .
When compared to the other parliamentary information sources listed here, parliamentary petitions didn't fare very well. In fact only 18 per cent of respondents indicated that they believed that parliamentary petitions were a "very important" information source (see Table 5 Only 14 per cent (or n=7) of respondents felt that ministerial statements were a "very important" parliamentary information source and only 12 per cent (or n=6) of respondents indicated that they believed that 90 second statements were a "very important" parliamentary information source. Also it would appear from the results that little regard is afforded to the lay political party, with a mere 10 per cent (or n= 5) of respondents agreeing that is a "very important" parliamentary information source.
Comments made by respondents reveal that a great deal of emphasis is placed on constituent-dialogue:
The vast majority of views / opinions I obtain are from constituents, not other sources (parliamentary 
Influence of parliamentary petitions on the decision-making of MLAs
The study also sought to assess the influence parliamentary petitions had on the decision-making of MLAs in the Thirty-seventh Parliament. Respondents were asked to rate how influential petitions were on their decision-making. The results illustrated in Table 6 reveal that over two-thirds of respondents (n=34 or 69.4 per cent) indicated that petitions had an influence on them "some of the time." Beyond that point 22.3 per cent (or n=11) of respondents indicated that petitions influenced their decisions "rarely" or "none of the time." Assessing the effectiveness of parliamentary petitions, according to Ellingford (2008, 100) is a "very difficult and subjective process." Smith (2005, 35) agrees: "Given the range of impacts on the development of any policy, it is difficult to gauge the particular impact of petitions. As such it is difficult to evaluate the extent to which a parliamentary petition has led directly to a tangible outcome or action (Ellingford 2008, 98) . Petitions can vary in their level of success. Although it is difficult to demonstrate that a petition has dramatically changed political history, it is easy to see how a well-supported petition could place an issue onto the political agenda. "It is more important to regard petitions as a means for individuals to collectively express their political opinions to institutionalized decision-makers" (Vromen & Gelber 2005, 302) . Or, as Fitzgerald (2006, 169) puts it: "one reason why you might want to proceed with a parliamentary petition despite their lack of effectiveness is that organising it will involve many of your supporters, help bring them together, and attract the attention of those asked to sign it."
Respondents made the following comments about the influence that parliamentary petitions have on their decision-making:
Petitions influence my decision-making on issues in my electorate -few have this influence.
Currently 95% of petitions achieve very little.
Currently petitions in [the] L[egislative] A[ssembly] are tabled and forgotten.
Apart from tabling petitions on behalf of your constituents there is very little else gained. 
Significance of the number of signatures attached to a petition
The question also arises about the number of signatures attached to a petition and its significance to parliamentarians. Petitions can be signed and presented by one person, or by hundreds of thousands of people. Some argue that "the larger the number of signatures on a petition the greater the political impact" (Solomon 1986, 26; Thornton Phealan & McKeown 1997) . As one respondent pointed out, "large petitions have an effect." On the other hand there is a perception that petitions are not a genuine reflection of the degree of public support for a cause. One respondent noted that "petitions can be a useful political tool for promoting an issue -often petitions will be generated by politicians or candidates. Sometimes they are generated independently." There is a view that petitions can be manipulated and that some people sign a petition just to get away from the petition-campaigner rather than because they truly believe in the cause (Murphy 2007, 30) . According to Murphy (2007, 29) "the number of signatures on a petition is more likely to be a reflection of the organisational capacity of an activist group or political party than an indication of how many people have an interest in an issue." This study revealed that the number of signatures on a petition alone is not the necessarily the only determinant of the reaction which will result. Respondents were asked to what extent the number of signatures on a petition influenced their decisionmaking. The results highlighted that almost threequarters of respondents (n=36 or 73.5 per cent) believe that the number of signatures on a petition had an influence on their decision making "all of the time" or "some of the time" (see Table 7 ). 
Conclusion
As noted earlier, parliamentary petitions appear to have been neglected by academia. There has been very little written about petitions in the Australian political science arena, let alone in the information studies sector. Studies into the relationship between parliamentarians, petitioners and the petitions themselves seem to have been overlooked. As Dr Williams (2008, 4) noted in an address to the Australasian Study of Parliament Group petitions are a "fairly under-researched area and ripe for research." Despite being ignored in the literature, this study found that parliamentary petitions continue to be a popular mode of political participation in the Legislative Assembly of Western Australia, where they continue to be tabled in high numbers.
According to Phillips et al. (1998, 55 ) "citizens and interest groups apparently regard petitions as opportunities to record a grievance publicly or to help mobilise public opinion for subsequent legislative action." Parliamentarians have a role to play in facilitating the link between citizens or interest groups via petitions and the parliament. This study sought to investigate the attitudes, opinions and perceptions of members of the Western Australian Legislative Assembly in the Thirty-seventh Parliament to parliamentary petitions as an information source. It sought to advance the understanding of parliamentary petitions in an information studies context. Based in a small Westminster Parliament it sought the views of members of the Western Australian Legislative Assembly in the Thirty-seventh Parliament on the importance they placed on parliamentary petitions.
The study found that nearly 60 per cent (or n=28) of respondents agreed that petitions were a "very important" or "important" information source. One reason that parliamentarians may afford such a high rating to petitions is that nearly 80 per cent (or n=38) of respondents agreed that petitions provide a mechanism to gauge the depth of feeling on an issue in their electorate. Another reason may be that almost 60 per cent (or n=28) of respondents indicated that they believed that petitions offer an effective means of communicating with constituents. When asked if petitions influenced their decision-making, two-thirds of respondents (n=34 or 69.4 per cent) agreed that they sometimes did. Two-thirds of respondents (n=32 or 65.3 per cent) said that the number of signatures on a petition sometimes influenced their decision-making. What is interesting to note is that petitions as an information source didn't fare very well when compared to the other parliamentary information sources available to respondents. In a list of ten parliamentary sources presented to respondents, petitions ranked seventh, resonating with a mere eighteen per cent (or n=9) of respondents as a "very important" information source. So while petitions are deemed an important information source in their own right, it can be deduced from the results that respondents believe that there are more effective information sources available to parliamentarians (see Table 5 ).
It is important that work in this long neglected area continue. As has been mentioned throughout this article parliamentary petitions are a neglected class of records. They are a primary information source and warrant further attention from the information studies community. As Judge (1978, 391 ) noted over thirty years ago "academic scrutiny of parliamentary petitions has been, and continues to be, neglected." It has been illustrated throughout this article there has been a lack of scholarly interest in parliamentary petitions to date. It remains to be seen if this continues to be true thirty years from now. 
